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Reconfiguring Modernity: Concepts of Nature in Japanese Political

Reviewed by John A. Tucker East Carolina University
In Reconfiguring Modernity: Concepts of Nature in Japanese Political Ideology, Julia Thomas explores ideas of nature in Japanese political thought, from the Tokugawa period through the mid-twentieth century. As Thomas explains in her preface, the study began as she gazed, in the spring of 1987, at a Chiyoda-line subway poster featuring azaleas. Ruminations later prompted her to scrutinize the supposed Japanese love of nature. The result was not a celebration of cherry trees and irises, or an exposition of a naive, supposedly unique national aesthetic. Rather, Thomas's reflections led her to a "post-modern, post-colonial" investigation of the meanings and significances of political modernities, one culminating in the recognition of multiple natures and manifold modernities.
In many important respects, Reconfiguring Modernity is a sustained critique of the theoretical framework on nature and modernity advanced by Maruyama Masao (1914 -96) . In Studies in the Intellectual History of Tokugawa Japan, 1 Maruyama argued that the denial and disintegration of the continuative mode of thought, associated with an affirmation of nature (shizen), and continuities between the natural world and that of humanity marked the beginning of modernity in political thought. Maruyama claimed that the ideas of Zhu Xi and those formulated as variants of Zhu Xi's NeoConfucian system were in effect expressions of a naturalistic, continuative mode of thinking which, in its optimism, preceded modernity. In opposition to that, and beginning with Ogyū Sorai (1666 -1728), there appeared a distinctly modern version of political thought, one emphasizing not the natural origins of ethics and the polity, but instead their "invented," i.e., artificial character. Following a variety of Western political theorists, most of whom were influenced by Hegelian dialects, Maruyama denounced the natural as a reflection of premodern thinking, while extolling the notion of a created (sakui) sociopolitical order as a full manifestation of modern political consciousness. Thomas's monograph, far more than a clichéd examination of the supposedly timeless Japanese sense of the beauty of nature, presents a theoretically rich critique of the facile dichotomy proposed by Maruyama and others regarding the intellectual marks of modern political consciousness.
According to Thomas, pertinent documents reveal "not one 'nature' in juxtaposition with modernity, but multiple conceptions of nature aligned with diverse political positions, some of them autocratic, some democratic, some anarchic" (p. x). Simply put, Thomas suggests that there were "three radical shifts" in Japanese understandings of nature from Tokugawa times to the middle of the twentieth century, involving three successive paradigms of nature: (1) "the universal, hierarchical concept of the Tokugawa period," wherein nature was imagined as the "place" of political authority; (2) "the social Darwinian ideas of competitive struggle and inevitable progress," wherein Meiji thinkers variously understood nature temporally; and (3) the "celebration of a uniquely harmonious, natural nationhood," wherein early twentieth-century thinkers envisioned nature as the nation (pp. x, 30). Concomitantly, rather than a sudden, monolithic surge of modernity, achieved via denial of nature and naturalistic epistemologies, Thomas suggests that Japan achieved multiple modernities via various reformulations of nature and the polity. In essence, Thomas argues that nature and modernity were not "either/or" choices (p. x); instead, nature was "the changing, contested matrix within which the political possibilities of modernity were explored" (p. 3).
Theoretically, Thomas's views mesh with the claims of Stephen Toulmin and Henri Lefebvre in affirming that modernity and nature are integrally related political concepts, not dependent on the negation of one another. Offering a new conception of modernity, Thomas states that it is not "an achieved state" within a teleological narrative, but a historical experience, spanning the political spectrum from left to right, characterized by the "dissolution of the old 'cosmopolis,' the fundamental relationship between nature and society, followed by its conscious reconstruction in a different pattern" (pp. 27-28) . This definition, Thomas suggests, "places Japan within the broader intellectual experience of modernity." Furthermore, she adds, "Japan's was not a deformed modernity or a belated modernity, but a true modernity with all the problems that arise from it" (p. 29). While this account has the noteworthy virtue of accommodating the experience of many peoples, one cannot help but wonder whether it is too all-embracing. If "conscious reconfiguration of the cosmopolis" encompasses the historical experience of modernity, then when was there ever a premodern experience? Everything conceptualized since the beginning of political consciousness could, it would seem, fall into the net of at least one of an infinite number of potential modernities.
Thomas's analyses of Meiji political thought, and the multiple masks of nature found therein, are the strongest contributions made by Reconfiguring Modernity. In discussing Tokugawa thought, Reconfiguring Modernity too often reiterates clichés (for example, that Tokugawa conceptions of the cosmopolis "proved inadequate to understanding historical change," p. 159), or relies uncritically on secondary sources. Rather than exploring the multiple notions of nature and their relationship to the polity through careful, indepth readings of the extensive Tokugawa literature, Reconfiguring Modernity suggests that "it was widely assumed that the static, hierarchical pattern of the physical cosmos promised universal social harmony if social forms accorded with the model provided by the external world" (p. 30). Problematic here is the suggestion that there was a "static" metaphysic widely endorsed in Tokugawa Japan. Here (also, pp. 55, 57) it seems that Thomas went no further than Maruyama in viewing Neo-Confucian cosmology as monolithically affirming a frozen, static order. If anything, the Tokugawa period occasioned widespread affirmations of metaphysical vitality and ontological dynamism.
Surprisingly, Reconfiguring Modernity suggests that shizen, referring to nature, did not come into common usage until the 1890s. Before that, Thomas states that use of the term "appears to have been rather uncommon; certainly it was not a preoccupation in Confucian studies." Citing the scholarship of Hino Tatsuo, Reconfiguring Modernity adds, "In the nine classics [of Confucianism], you cannot find one example of the use of the word 'shizen'" (p. 32). Unfortunately, the monograph is off base by some distance here: in Zhu Xi's (1130 -1200) Sishu jizhu (J: Shisho shūchū; Commentaries on the four books), the term ziran /shizen, signifying "nature" and/or "natural" appears countless times. Though never a term, like "humaneness" (ren / jin) or "human nature" (xing/sei), addressed as a first-order concept of Confucian and Neo-Confucian discourse, shizen was an attribute applied-in commentaries, not the classics-to virtually every Neo-Confucian concept discussed in Tokugawa Japan. The "way," for example, was frequently referred to as "the natural way" (shizen no michi); the mind as "the natural mind" (shizen no kokoro); principle as "natural principle" (shizen no ri); etc. Admittedly, shizen is not in the Confucian classics. It was primarily Zhu Xi (and this was one of his major contributions), in his Sishu jizhu, who wrote the notion into Neo-Confucian discourse in a major way. References to shizen were not exclusive to orthodox Neo-Confucian discourse: one finds extensive references to the notion even in the writings of revisionists such as Itō Jinsai (1627-1705).
Thomas is correct in noting the Daoist origins of the notion, but mistaken in assuming that it was not to be found in Tokugawa Neo-Confucianism. Indeed, one feature of Zhu Xi's innovative interpretations of the ancient Confucian texts was that they integrated so much of Daoistic naturalism into them, asserting at every turn how natural the carefully constructed system of philosophical concepts actually was. Thomas's work at points gives little indication of real familiarity with Zhu Xi's character as a historical person. For example, in one footnote, Reconfiguring Modernity explains "Chu Hsi Confucianism" (a term used frequently by Maruyama) by stating, "'Chu Hsi' is the older romanization of what is also referred to as 'Zhu Xi' or NeoConfucianism" (note 39, p. 17). Chu Hsi, of course, is the Wade-Giles romanization for the name of a Song-dynasty philosopher, also known, in Pinyin romanization, as Zhu Xi. Another, less important example of the relative weakness of Reconfiguring Modernity in regard to Tokugawa thought is its consistent reference to Ogyū Sorai (pp. 17-19) as Ogyū, despite its stated policy (p. xv) of referring to Tokugawa thinkers by their "given names" (actually, these are their pen names, not their given names). The problem is localized to Sorai, as all other Tokugawa thinkers are referred to via their gō, or pen names. Additionally, Kamo no Mabuchi (1697-1769) is credited with laying "the groundwork for asserting the superiority of Japan over China" (p. 43), when Yamaga Sokō's (1622 -85) Chūchō jijitsu actually merits that dubious honor.
Reconfiguring Modernity is most valuable in pioneering a new vision of Meiji intellectual life, one characterizing the contested discourse related to nature in terms of the temporal rather than the spatial. At the same time, however, echoes of Maruyama's dialectical framework are apparent, especially as Reconfiguring Modernity, for example, asserts that "the spatial, hierarchical cosmopolis developed in Tokugawa writings lay in ruins by the first decade of the Meiji period" (p. 60). Taking issue with Carol Gluck's Japan's Modern Myths, Thomas suggests that the early Meiji period was a time of decisive, deeply ideological production, especially in regard to understandings of nature (p. 74). After establishing that nature was a radically indeterminate concept, contested semantically by various early Meiji thinkers, Thomas focuses on the ideas of Katō Hiroyuki (1836 Hiroyuki ( -1916 , Baba Tatsui (1815 -88), and Ueki Emori (1857-92), suggesting that their embrace of Social Darwinism and development of a temporal conception of nature within that framework variously supported and challenged the Meiji government's efforts to manage monumental political change. Emphasized throughout, however, is that these various reconceptualizations of nature (the cosmos) in relation to the polity amounted to the kind of reconfiguring of the cosmopolis that qualifies as the mark of modernity. Rather than claiming that an ideologically unified modernity was achieved in the Meiji period, Thomas suggests that multiple modernities emerged from the writings of Katō, Baba, and Ueki.
Insightfully, Thomas calls attention to a hiatus in the presence of nature as a political concept, from the late 1880s through the Russo-Japanese War of 1904 -5, just as Japan acquired "its modern governmental structures" (p. 158). According to Thomas, the social Darwinian concept of nature was "so detrimental to nationalistic aspirations" that it came to be disregarded during the 1890s as "another, more nationalistic . . . concept of nature was developed" (pp. 158 -59) . Social Darwinist conceptions, Thomas suggests, seemed less compelling as theorists realized that they would "imply that Japan lagged behind 'the West.'" The search for a reconfigured modernity led ideologues to a "nationalized conception of nature," one ridding nature of its "universalistic and progressive implications" (p. 159), and subsuming it, via "acculturation," to nothing broader than Japanese culture. Consequently, Thomas claims that "Japan's twentieth-century sense of nature [including its supposed 'love of nature'], far from being a traditional or premodern holdover, was a new creation, configured in reaction against Social Darwinism and in conformity with the requirements of national pride" (p. 178).
Reconfiguring Modernity is less helpful in examining the development of new conceptualizations of nature and the polity in the 1930s and 1940s. Indeed, coverage of nature and the polity between the end of the Meiji period and the 1940s, a time of intense and varied ideological production, is unfortunately given the short shrift. While the focus on works such as Kokutai no hongi, the role of Shintō in nationalizing nature, and the writings of Watsuji Tetsurō (1889 Tetsurō ( -1960 ) is thoroughly appropriate, readers might wonder why as much analytic energy as was given to Katō, Baba, and Ueki was not devoted to this crucial period of tragic ideological reconfiguration. In certain respects, the weakness of the final chapters is highlighted by the more obvious strength of the monograph in discussing Meiji understandings of nature and the polity. At the same time, the evident, and surely major contribution of the study is in opening up a broad field of discourse, the relationship of conceptions of nature to the problem of modernity, from Tokugawa times through the mid-twentieth century. It should come as no surprise that any volume attempting such an enormous task will at points seem less than fully satisfactory. That notwithstanding, Thomas's Reconfiguring Modernity is undoubtedly a profound must-read for anyone interested in the unfolding of Japanese political thought, especially as it relates to the problem of shifting conceptions of nature and modernity. Reviewed by David S. Sprague National Institute for Agro-Environmental Sciences Ecologist, anthropologist, and alpinist, Imanishi Kinji wrote prolifically on exploration and biology during his long career from the 1930s through the
